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TOPOI AND THE GENERATION OF DISCOURSE: A CRITICAL ANALYSIS

|

In the past few years a number of stqdies have appeared in communica-

tion literatu:g‘on the ancient Aristotelian éoncept of topoi (e.g., Nelson, -
197O;Ainfante, 1971; Nelson, Petelle, and Monroe, 1974 Petelle and Méybee,,.
1974). The objective of these studiés has generally been to assess the ef-
fectiveness of ggﬁg; in the generation of discourse, as measured by their
ability to provoke recall of arguments or idéas in regsponse to.hypothetical
speecheg 6r gpeech issues, In the pfocess, they have claimed to provide in-
sight to both the traditional rhetorical concept of gpeech invemtion and
the broader, morerfﬁndamental concept'of human information processing.

The purpose ofvthis paper ig to conduct a critical analysis of thege
ctudies, along with a discussiqnlgf the function of topol in communication
per_se. More.spedifically, beginning with a review of the theoretical un-
derpinnings of topoi it considers the ﬁay they have beén operationalized
in recent communication research, and then takes up some of the imﬁlica.-‘J
tions of this research for coﬁmunication theory and practice. In go doing,
‘it also_atiempts to ralce some Quéstions for future research on topoi,
questions which are, or ought to be, of critical concern to both rhetori-

. cal and communication scholars.

Topol: The Classical View
Literally defined, topol are "placec" in the mind where items of in-

formation (ideas, arguments, etc.) may be stored. As originally viewed by




Aristotle QNelson, 1969), they exist because %he mind is structured to cor-
N - {

respond with the structure of events and situations in nature, and because

the processes of humdn cognition are organized. Retention and recall,

» o

" claimed Aristotle, function according to associations made in the mind be-
tween items of information which are structured in certain "patterns" or .
under certain conditions. Under what are sometimes called his "laws of as-

sociation" (Bright, 1961), for example, he noted that: (1) Simultaneously

formed ideas reproduce one another. The thought of a friend may remind one

of the place where he last met him. (2) Successively formed ideas repro- .

duce one another. The thought of one event in a series of eventg may re-

mind one of the events which preceded or followed it. (3) Similar ideas

reproduce one another. The thought of a courageous man may lead to

thoughts of other courageous nien. (4) Contrasting ideas reproduce one an-

other. The thought of courage may also lead to thoughts of cowardice.
Based on these "laws", Aristotle understood the procesé of remembef-
ing to involve a "chalning together" of ideas (or items).allow;ng them to
be drawn progressively from memory into congciousnezs. An important ex-
" tension of this notlon was that ascociative linkc between individual ideac
combine to fOfm categories of ideas bound together by come mutqally-shared
characteristig. Ideas within each category, he felt; are further associ-

' ated on a hlerarchical basis, so that a single, superordinate idea can ac-

eount for all of the other ideas within the category. In a sence, then,

the process of asgoclation proceeds geometrically as well ag arithmetic-

ally, o that it is loglically possible, Afistotle concluded, to recall a

large number of ideas by working through a relatively small number of
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categorical "héadings", or topol. Thus, Aristotle maintained that a topog
could be thought of as a superordinate term identifying the common critii
cal dimension throﬁgh which‘allfof the ideas in a given category are re-
lated. As Such. it ééuld act ag a "starting point" for the progrescive
association of ideas, from superordinate to subordinaié. By -extension, he
reasoned, a toplcal gystem -- if capable of identifying g&;‘of the dimen-
siong through which items in memory might be related -- could provide one
.witﬁ a means of retrieving any idéa from any category ip memory storage.

In his Topica (1963), Arigtotle developed a model of such a system,

divided into a cet of universal topol and several sub-gets of spééific to~

poi for varioué subjects of contemplation. The universal topol included
fourteen terns ("ecsence”, "quantity", "qu&lity", etc.) which he believed
could account for all of the ways in which items of information could be-
relaied to each other, and thus provided a comprehensive "in&ex" to the
contents of memory -storage. Later classical writers cuch ag Francls Bacon
(Wallace, 1943), and nume£ous contemporary writers cuch ac Wilgon and Ar-
nold (1764), have produced topical systems of their own, and indeed the
number of cyctems available ig quite large. All systems, however, are
baced on the fundamental princlple that topol can provide one with a pro-
cedure for cearching hic memory in order to disecover material appropriate
to any particular subject. More precicely, as Nelson (1969) has written,
o toplcal cyctem presumably serves a communicator as a tool for discover-
ine the "megcape options” available in a glven communicative gituation,

and g6 can act as a powerful aid to the process of speech invention and,

perhaps, cpeech dicpocition,




Topoi: The Modern View

Though rarely by name, the concept»of topol hao received a considex-
able amount of investigation in recent poychological research on verbal
learning and verbal behavior; In gtudying the problenm of how one gaing -

access to previously learnediinformati@n. nmuch of this research has cen-

_tered on three points which are vital to topical theory: (1) the degree to

which man categorizes information; (2) the degree to which information in
categories is hierarchiéally ordered; and (3) the degree té which a single,
superordinate "cue" can trigger the recall of all of the items in a category.
Axiomatic to mogt theorles of verbal behaviox io a notion of man'c
propensity towards categorizing 1n£@rmation, es entially because it facili~
tateu his ability to acquire and rqtain it (Brunqr,,G@Gdn@w, and Aﬁstin,
1956). Empirical supp@rt for thisrnati@n @ac céme fr@m‘sevgral soureces,
most notably from the work on free recall of 1nforma£i@n by W,A. Boucfield
and his assoclates (e.p., Boucfield and Sedgewick, 1944; Bousfield, 1953;
Bousfield, Cohen, and Whitmarch, 1958). The thrust of thic work hag been
to shéﬁ that when people are asked-u%z@call a 1list of previously learncd__
items (words), they tend to do go by retrieving them in "elusters" of re-
lated words, and the better the clustering the better the reeall. The oc-

currence of clustering in reeall hag been taken as evidence of a goncept

- formation situation in memory where, ac Adams (1967: 157-158) explainc:

The separate words of a concept category have their separate
habit strengths, or "subordinate perceptions" as Bousfield
calls it; and these separate words are organized under a
"superordinate perception" which is a conceptual state that
has strength of 1ts own derived from the strength of indivi-
dual words. The strength for the superorxdinate accrues with
practice on the subordinate. As a xesult of cuch learning,

-
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- the occurrence of a aubordinate‘perceptidn will activate the
cuperordinate structure, which in turn activatec the regpon-
ces of other cubordinates: The result ic words of the came
eonceptual clacs belng recalled together, which ic clustering.
Thugs, the recall of a subordinaﬁe word like "cow" prepumably.evokes the
. cupercrdinate word "animal", which leads in turn to the recall of words
like "dog" and “cat”. To the extent that a word like "animal" may be
, thought of as a topog, theref@:e, the findings of Boucfield anﬁ hic asco-
clates lend credence to the concluslon that topol are functional in human
recall because in fact they represent conceptual "cuec" to ltems in memory
derived froem an awdreness of come abgtract, higher-order relatlonghip
) amongizdeas.
Inmplieit in this, of eourge, is oupport for the cecond presumption of
topieal theéry, that infermation in c@teg@ries ic hierarehically ordered,

and for the third precunption that o cuperordinate term ean prompt re-

trieval of all of the i1tems in a category. Further oupport comes from o

variety of interrelated findingoc on human remembering, e.g., the faet that
orpanizing itemc into cateporles may eongtitute a methed of coding thenm
(Cofer, 1966), that ltenc may be reeoded in ways which enhance thelr eate- -

gorical properties (Schaub and Lindley, 1964), that reeeding tends to forn

‘tems into larper, nore infermationally-valuable "ehunks" (Milier, 1956),
and that ceded "echunks" may be further ceded into a hierarchy of "cuper-
chunks" which act ac a et of neoted categories in recall (Wortman and
Greenberg, 1971). Underlying all of thece findingo ic the premlce that hu-
nan remembering functions aceording to eertain xules (Polllo and Gerow,
1668), or that 1t operates aecording to come bread and directive plan (Mil-

ler, Galanter, and Pribram, 1966)., The purpoce of thic plan 1o to oupply
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dn individwal with a means of cystematically "cataloging" the items in his
mémory and of systematlcally locating and retrieving them at a moment of

need. Underctood as vehicles for "gaining entry" to the categorical ctruc-
ture of memory storage, then, topoi promote’recall because in effect the -

processes of human cognitlon themselves are guided by a topical plan.

Topol and the Generatlon of Discourses Applications

It ig dgainst thic background of clagsical and modern theory that cur-
rent invectlgations of topol in communication have been framed. Ag Nelgon
(1970: 121) writec:

The pooition advanced ip that topol reprecent an exhaustive and
nore-oxr-leos dicereto get of labels identifylng the pointg in

gemantie gpace where knowledge tendc to factor. Topol are the

.higheot order of abstractness language con allow whlle retain-

ing integrity for reprecenting the verious dimensiong of human
eonceptualigation, i.e., they are labels for cuperordinate -
agtructures of human cognition. Topoi are neutral cuec for con-

ceptual procecces and cut acrosc all humanly concocted divi-

oclonc of knowledge. Topol are viable elascifiers regardleos of

cubjeet matter and they are generalisable in all caces.

‘Ac cuch, Nelcon cpeculates, topol provide a way of tapping the conceptual
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categorles of the mind, and a cet of cxternally impoced topoi which provide
an expiicit framework for thlc procecs chould recult in a g%eater reeall of
information related to a glven cubject than would unnided (or free) receall.
Generally, thls hypothecis has proven eorrect. In Nelcon's own gtudy,
groups of cubjects were prcséntcd,yith elther of two potential cpeech icoues,
one judged to be of high meaningfulnecc to them and another judged tovbe of
low meaningfulnesc to them, Half of the cubjeeto ascigned to each logue were
given o lict of ﬁhe gixteen texrms (or "linec of th@ught")izhe topical ocyctem

advanced by Wilson and Arnold (19643 103) aleng with inotructions to follow

8
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the 1lict in attempting to generate posccible ideas related to the isgue.
The othér half of the subjects on each issue received no gpecial materialg
or ingtructions aside from the cuggestion to "look for new ways of viewing
‘the icoue when you geem to run out of ideag". All subjects were then glven
a maximun of one hour to 1ist as many ideas ac they could think of /recall
for their iccue, and the recults revealed that oubjeets using the topical
cyctem produced significantly more ideag, for both high and low meaning-
fulnecs icoues, than cubjeets using only froe recall. In o cubscequent |
(study, Infante (1971) wac able to extend Nelson's findings by chowlng that
? topoi are effective in diccovering/recalling lined of argument that refute
a c@untorattitudinal neccage as well as ideas, when the ctimull are detual

gcpeeches rather than cpeech iscues, and when topical systemo other than

Wiloen and Arnold's are cmployed. MNore paiticuiarly, using the four termc

(quections) in Hultzen's (1966) status oycter for deliberative analysic,
dnd training cubjeets in the use of the cycstem, he wac &blevt?‘show that
oubjeets using topleal cues recorded more arguments agalnct a sgeech on
"Megalized wiretapping", whether the nmescage was "strong" or "weak” in
ternc of reaconing and ovidence, than did subjeeto not using toplieal cueo,
Tn yet o third lnvestigation, Nelcen, Petelle, and Monroe (1974) cn-
deavored to apply the use of a topical cyctem (Wilcen and Arnold'c) to tho
procecs of idea generation in.pmall group proeblem-colving. In an effort to
inprove, the fam}liar teehnique of "brainctorming' in proups, they hypothe-

sized that following the terms of a topical scystem durlng brainstorming

would preduce qualitative ac well ac quantitative differences in ldea

gencration on a conplex problem. Dividing cubjectc into matched seto of

<
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"cued recall” and "free recall" groups, they allowed each group a maximum
of 75 minutes to generate péssible solutions to a givén problem ("What
Program chould the Federal Government follow for dealing with Alr Pollu-
tion?"), to assign priorities to their solutions and combine them into an
outline, and to write a specific policy ctatement reflecting their bect
colution. When thege poliéy ctatements were ranked in or@er of their
thoroughness and workability by cubjects from both sets of groupé three
weeks later, the policy statements generated by the cuéd recall groups
were judged better overall than thoge produced by the free recall groups,
ouggeoting that the use of a topical system did in fact improve'the qual-

ity of group idea generation,

Zopol and the Generation of Digcourges Implications

Thege studies affirm the fact that topol "work", that for a variety
of communicative contexts and a number of communicative tasks they do ceen
to facilitate the generation of dicecource. This, of couise, has wide im-~
plications for communication theory and practice, first becausé it cheds
some light on the traditional process of speech invention and second be-
cause 1t offers advice on how +that procebs might be improved. One could
reagon, for ingtance, as indeed many authors of introductory gpeech texto
have, that deliberately instrueting percons in the use of a topical syctem
would improve their ability to prepare public speeches, or to formulate
cases for debate, or to function more effectively in small group discussion.

At the same time, however, it appears that these studies actually ralgce

more questions than they answer about topol in communication. And in

10




analysihg their recults, along with the assumptions on which they are
based, it seemg poscible to make at least three critical comments about
them, comments which not incidentally point -the way for‘further research,
Ehe first hag to do with the icsue of how well topoi work in the gence
of being able to provoke information of value or merit. Congpicuously mis-
ging (and admittedly so) from the findings of both Nelcon and Infante igs
whether subjects'using a topical cystem will generate better ideas or ar- .
gﬁments than subjects not using a toplical sybtem, or, in Nelgon's words,

whether they will generate ideas of greater potential significance to an

audience. This ic a critlical question, for ultimately the effectivenecs of
invention is dependent as much on the guality of ideas created ac on the
quantity, Clogely allied to'thim; perhaps, ic the question of how topoi-
induced changes in megcage quality may influence other dimencions of com-
munication, and thus Infante guggestc the need to diseover if topleally-
cued arguments and ldeas make a difference in things sueh as audlence at-
tifude chanée or perceived ethos of a cpeaker in later persuasive situa-
tiong, To be gure, in the éonteft of cmall groups the findings of Nelcon,
Petelle, and Monroe do try to addrecs the iccue of mescage quality, but
the design of thelr experiment, in whigh subjeets who ranked problem colu-
tiong were memberg of groups which génorated polutiong, leaves open the
quection of how their results may have changed 1f thelr raters had been
independent. Furthermore, the fact that the raters judged group-generated

ldeas rather than individually-generated ones eacts doubt on whether their

rating behavier ean really be generalized to other eommunieatlive contexto,

gueh as Jjudging o cingle publie speaker where he/she alone ic responsible
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" for ideas. Significantly, in partial reply to these questions, Infante
points @ut that the dem;gn.@f Nelcon's gtudy could be medified to inveoti-
gate judgments of a speakef if, in additien to a sesoi@n where gubjeeto
use topol to generate gpeech ideag; o cegslon is inéluded where gpeecheg
are precented to a group of listeners for evaluation.

The cecond comment deals with the iocue of what kind, or form, of to-
pleal oycten, out of the myriod of sydtems and ouboysteng avq}lable, is
nost effective for generating d;sc@urse. Ao Wallace (1672) asko; How bread
or narrow should a "good" topieal cyctenm be? How many terms chould it .een-
tain? As many as are in Roget's Thesaurug, or the Syntopleon of the Great
Books? As few as are in the Toulmin nmedel of argument, or Burke's pentad
Of motives? This too 1 a eritiecal quection, for obvioucly the rescponses
one gets from a topical oysten are heavlly reliant on tho gpeeifie kindg
of stimulil one uses. Thus far the bulk of researeh on topol hac been baced
on the precumed efficacy of the Wilgon and Arnold oysten (whieh 1o basced o
on the original topical oyoten of Arictotle), but ag Wallace maintaino
there may be a problen with cuch elagcieally-derived cyctens, namely that

thelr terno are drown from the arto of logle and dinleetie rather than

rhetorie. As the requirenents for generating legleal diceouwrce are not
quite the same ao the ones for generating rhotorieal diceourse, there then
1o a question eoncerning how "practieal” the termo in oueh oyotems are for
tasko 1ike generating cpeech materials. This may explain an interecting
ocuteone of Helcon's study, that although the number of ideas preduced by

oubjeets using topol was olgnifieantiy greater gtatictieally than that

produced by cubjeetc using free reeall the aectmnl inercare was rather




. more effect1ve and Petelle aﬂd Maybee raise the possibility that‘self-

- both the system s and the task's success.-

B The patentlv self-evrﬂent answer’ls that they aid the prOCess of 1nvent1ng

. in an effort to determine whether some arxe more effective than others.

Wallace,.fbr example, suggests that a more rhetorically oriented system,

such~as Chaimeerelman.s (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969), may prove

generated systems, i, e., where a'person makes up a llst of t0p1ca£ cues

-

' 'of h1s own, may prove more valuable than almost any "standardized" system.' | -

Of 1mportance here too " are the questlons of whether different topical sys-

t
tems are needed for rece1vers as opposed to senders 1nmcommunicat10n, ‘whe-

_ther topical cues useful invgenerating ideas of»one's:0wn are equally use-

ful in eval' uating the ideas of others, and whether diTferent ‘topical -sys- :

. n
tems are needed for different communlcatlve forms, .8y small group dis-

r

cusslon versus public speaklng, and espec1a11y formal public address ver-
sus 1nforma1 private conversatlon. At bottom, the selectlon of the most

apprOprlate top1cal system for a glven task would. seem to "be essent1a1 to

. -

‘Flnally, a third comment centers on the.deceptively simple guestion

_.of what t0201, as. presently 1nvestigated really do for a communlcator.

' 1deas, but do -!;hey’P An 1mplicit assumption of top1ca1 studles is that

)

djﬁlfi'
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rec ling information is synonymous wWith creatipg it. In reality, however,
‘they might be two quite separate cognitive operations, as both classical
and modérn theorists have suggested. Aristotle himself (Wallace, 1972)
drew a distinction between them: through the analogy of fitting a person
'w1th a pair of shoes by drawing upon a stock . of ready-made shoes, as op-
posed,to designing and.making a pair from scratch. In the first case, one
relies chiefly ‘upon memory to match a person with materials already in
IStore; in the second, one relies upon his\skilllin selecting and forming

materials to manufacture something new and unique, explicitly tailored to

a person. The analogy indicates that invention involves something more thano
Just recalling information, that in fact it may be the ability to generate
'ggg‘informatiOn‘on the basis of what is recalled that is truly important.

- Current writers (e.g., Guilford, 1967) have seen this as a different
facet of human intelligencek,one of. production rather than memory, and so
subject'to different measurements of performance. If so, it implies that
"the effectiveness of tgﬁgi as presently assessed, may not be wholly reJl
lated to the effectiveness of invention, and that a criterion other than

.amount of information recalled is needed to judge invention. More criticallw

perhaps, would be a person's ability to adaptvpr modify recalled informa- »
tion in response to a specific set of clrcumstances, such as a given audi~

ence or occasion, This, of course, reemphaSizes the need to investigate”the
qualitative dimension of'tgpgi to learn whether it is indeed true that per-

sons. who generate more information will alsoagenerate more appropriate in-
formation, and” thus make a better impression (in terms. of credibility, per- L,

'suasiveness, etc. ) on a listener.

14
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To cphclude{ as Petelle énd Maybee maintain the study of topoi fo-
‘cuses on a problem of primary concern‘foé communication research; theé in-

teractional relatlonship between various external stimuli available to a
communicator and Various'internal activities (thinking, reasoning, remem-

bering) performed by a communicator, and particularly the way‘in which
.modificatioﬁs of ‘the former may influence the latter. As such, it provides

a fertile area for-additional investigation, one with great practical as
well as theoretical implications. The possibility alode that topoi can im=
prove the generétion’of“discourse is enough to Jjustify thelr study, and

support for £his'point seems well-established. What is needed now, it would

appeaf, is to build on this finding by looking more closely at what topoi

do, how well, and in which form(s) in various communicative contexts.
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